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Sukkah Building Laws in the Mishna

SIZE AND AGE REQUIREMENTS
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1) Read the footnote below and then use a ruler to take measurements of an awah and a #efah for
you and your partner. What did you find out? Why would this method of measurement be
problematic? How do you think the Rabbis overcame it?

Measured literally, and amah and tefah is different for each person, so there would be no standard
measurement. This problem was solved by the Rabbis by establishing a standard measure for these
two measures of length.

An amah is the distanced from elbow to tip of the middle finder. A tefahis a handbreadth, from end of
thumb to end of pinkie finger, with the hand outstretched.

2) Why would the height of the sukkah be an important characteristic to make a rule about? What
would “too tall” or “too short” mean for the structure?

Height is important because it impacts on two factors: 1) livability. If the sukkah is too short, it would
be impossible to make it into your dwelling place for Sukkot. You would be able to sleep in a short
sukkah, but eating meals would be very difficult. If a sukkah is too tall, one would not be able to see
through the s’khakh to the sky/stars. Also, it would take some very sturdy building to make a sukkah
very tall and the sukkah is supposed to be temporary in nature.

3) There is one very brief rule about the s’&bakh that is mentioned here, but it is VERY important.
What is it?

The shade provided by the s’khakh must be greater than the light.
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4) Why would the age of the sukkah affect whether or not it is fit/kosher or unfit for use? Think
about which part of the sukkah actually makes a structure a sukkah.

There are two reasons why the age of a sukkah would make a difference:

1) A sukkah needs to have been built with the festival of Sukkot in mind. One is not allowed to use a
tent/booth that was built for one thing and then roof it with s’khakh and call it a sukkah for Sukkot.
A sukkah built a long time before the festival may very well have NOT been built with Sukkot in
mind and that would be improper according to this mishna. However, if it was built with Sukkot in
mind, then it is a kosher Sukkah.

2) The other issue is that an old sukkah would not be pleasant to sit in/look at. Even though it is not a
sturdy structure, one is supposed to be able to enjoy the sukkah. Old s’khakh will be wilting and
turning brown with leaves falling off. The walls may be weather by wind, sun, or rain...etc. Using
an old sukkah would not add to the enjoyment of the festival, as it is supposed to.
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1) Why would building the sukkah under a tree make it equivalent to it being inside a house and,
therefore, not kosher for use on Sukkot?

The s’khakh is supposed to be the ONLY roofing covering a sukkah. If overhanging branches are
over the sukkah, then the s’khakh is not serving as the roofing to the sukkah.

2) Can you imagine a situation where two sukkot are built one on top of the other? (Try not to
read the mishna literally, i.e. when might a sukkah be directly above another one?).

Sukkot built on apartment building balconies could easily be built one on top of the other if the
balconies are not offset the way they are on apartment buildings in Israel. What makes a sukkah
under another sukkah unkosher is that the s’khakh of the bottom sukkah would not be open to the
sky.
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1) What rules about the roofing do these three mishnayot seem to emphasize? What do the Rabbis
want to make sure happens?

Again, the s’khakh of the sukkah MUST be the roofing for the sukkah. Nothing is supposed to block
one’s ability in any part of the sukkah from from being able to look up and see through the s’khakh.
Also, only NATURAL materials are allowed to be used for s’khakh and the s’khakh, even if made from
a natural material, cannot completely block one’s view of the sky, as it the case of the wood planks or
bundles of straw.

2) Based on what you have learned here in the Mishna and what you already know, discuss some of
the spiritual purposes of the Sukkah on the holiday of Sukkot. What do all of these say about
humanity, God and the relationship between the two?

The key issue is vulnerability to the elements and remembering how God cared for B’'nei Israel in the
desert. A big part of Sukkot is recreating that experience in our own time. Therefore, the rules for
building a kosher sukkah reflect the attempt to make our sukkot like those from wandering the
wilderness approximately 3300 years ago. The goal is to remind ourselves of that time and feel the
spirit of God in the wilderness of our sukkot, thinking about the cloud and pillar of fire that protected
and guided B’nei Israel all those years ago.



